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Qualities Essential in an Assistant 
T H E Director of Professional Training 
was asked recently to state the princi-
pal qualities essential to the success of an 
assistant accountant. The qualities named 
are as follows: 
Alacrity 
Concentration 
Application 
Reasonable speed 
Absolute accuracy 
Dependableness 
Pleasing appearance 
Neatness 
Orderliness 
Punctuality 
Personality 
Ability to learn 
Alacrity sums up a number of things. 
It means that attitude which is cheerful 
and willing coupled with promptitude. It 
is enthusiastic response to a suggestion or 
request. It is the manifestation of a de-
sire to do gladly whatever one is asked to 
do. Some men show by the expression on 
their faces that they are not pleased at 
the task to which they have been assigned. 
Others may give no evidence through 
facial expression as to their feelings but 
show by manner their displeasure; or their 
attitude may be indicated by a side remark 
to the person sitting alongside. The man 
who answers the test of alacrity is the man 
who when he is asked to do anything jumps 
to it as if it were the one thing in the world 
which would give him the most pleasure at 
the moment. 
No one need hesitate to display alacrity. 
It is not a sign of toadying. It is no mark 
of servility. It is a part of the game. It 
makes for success. It is a quality to be 
cultivated accordingly. 
Concentration denotes ability to focus 
the mind. To hear instructions is not suf-
ficient. A grasp of their meaning is neces-
sary. Spoken words impinge upon the ear-
drums. Frequently they make no impres-
sion upon the brain. They are said to pass 
in one ear and out the other. Such occur-
rences show lack of concentration. To un-
derstand the person who hears must react, 
meaning, that the brain must respond. 
The idea must be conveyed. To accom-
plish this generally requires concentration. 
A woman who frequently had occasion 
to call her husband on the telephone some-
times found it necessary to leave a message 
with his secretary. The messages were al-
ways delivered correctly. The woman was 
never asked to repeat anything even 
though the messages often contained 
names and numbers. She remarked about 
it to her husband who did not seem 
a bit surprised. It was no more than was 
to be expected of a secretary who had de-
veloped the power of concentration to a 
point where to. give him a message to de-
liver or a task to perform was to dismiss 
the matter from one's mind. 
Concentration is not confined to the 
ability to receive and understand instruc-
tions. It goes further. It embraces the 
faculty of casting out of one's mind all 
subjects except the one selected and think-
ing only about the latter. The person who 
does this is oblivious to his surroundings as 
well as to what is going on about him. 
Application is ability to pursue a task 
with steadfastness and diligence. Persons 
who scatter their activities usually accom-
plish little. Work which is interrupted is 
unsatisfactory. One who talks much is apt 
to work little. A man who was on the 
staff several years ago was far from popu-
lar with his associates because of a dis-
agreeable personality, but he was usually in 
demand because of the inordinate amount 
of work which he was able to turn out. 
The reason for the latter was clear. He 
came in at the usual hour, went about his 
work and without a word to anyone con-
tinued during the morning without inter-
ruption until he went out to lunch. In the 
afternoon the performance was repeated. 
He did one thing at a time. The result 
was a maximum amount of work. 
There is a time for play and a time for 
work. They do not go together. A little 
conversation at times is necessary to break 
the monotony. It does interfere with ap-
28 HASKINS & SELLS April 
plication. The more conversation the less 
application. Accounting work is serious 
work. It needs application. 
Speed is a quality which is often over-
emphasized. Speed without results is of 
no avail. Compared with some of the 
other qualities speed is unimportant. The 
man who is slow but sure is more valuable 
than he who is swift but uncertain. The 
ideal is the swift and sure. Many a good 
man has at the start been painfully slow. 
Slowness is something which may be over-
come. To succeed an assistant must either 
possess or be able to acquire what might be 
called reasonable speed. Such speed is 
that which is no slower than the average. 
Accuracy probably needs no qualifying 
adjective. In the strict sense there can be 
no such thing as relative accuracy. A 
thing is accurate or it is inaccurate. Loose-
ly used a result may be approximately cor-
rect. There are times when a result which 
is approximately accurate is sufficient for 
certain purposes. These times do not fall 
within the experience of the assistant. For 
him there can be but one standard—ac-
curacy which is absolute and unblemished. 
To him it is not given to have the judgment 
which determines the adequacy of approx-
imations. He has no choice in the matter. 
His work must be absolutely correct. 
Dependableness counts more than most 
assistants realize. It is founded on a de-
sire to be honest and to have things right. 
It promotes confidence. No assistant can 
succeed if confidence in him is lacking. He 
may at times be wrong or in doubt. The 
man who never has any trouble is under 
suspicion. He is likely to be dangerous. 
The man who acknowledges his shortcom-
ings and who seeks help in his dilemma in-
spires confidence. He is safer. He is 
more dependable. 
Pleasing appearance does not mean 
good looks. Contour and proportion may 
serve to make some persons good looking 
while others who happen to be less fortun-
ate are said to be homely. A good looking 
man poorly groomed does not as a rule 
make as good an impression as one not so 
good looking who is well groomed. Care-
fully brushed hair, a clean shaven face, 
clean linen, a carefully tied necktie, clothes 
which are pressed, hands which are clean, 
finger nails which are manicured, shoes 
which are shined, with some attention to 
the harmony of the ensemble, when com-
bined with a countenance which is expres-
sive of intelligence and clean living make 
up in a large degree what is ordinarily ac-
cepted as a pleasing appearance. A smile 
instead of a frown contributes to the effect. 
Neatness relates to work. Not only is 
a neat piece of work a delight to the eye 
but it is conducive to a minimum of errors 
in the hands of persons who subsequently 
have occasion to use the work. Untidy 
work not only offends the sense of neatness 
but may actually cause mistakes to say 
nothing of annoyance when someone later 
finds it necessary to refer to the work. 
Well shaped figures, good penmanship, 
alignment, a pencil neither too hard nor 
too soft, with emphasis on the latter, all 
contribute to neatness. An assistant who 
is neat about his work is quite likely to pos-
sess various of the other attributes which 
are desirable. 
Orderliness is somewhat associated with 
neatness although quite different. A per-
son may be neat about work and have no 
conception of an orderly arrangement of 
papers. Things are orderly when they are 
in proper relation to other things. A desk 
is in order when everything is in place. 
There is a certain order in which working 
papers should be kept. When taken out of 
that order for use a paper should after use 
be returned to its proper place. 
The story of the merchant who was 
wont to test out applicants for positions by 
sending them into the attic to sort over and 
put in order the contents of an old trunk 
will doubtless be remembered by some. 
One after another the applicants reported 
that they had finished the task only to be 
told their services would not be required. 
Finally came one who, although he had 
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taken much longer than the others, exhib-
ited a five dollar gold piece which he had 
found at the bottom of the trunk. Inspec-
tion by the merchant disclosed the contents 
of the trunk arranged in an orderly 
manner. Two qualities were manifest 
here,—thoroughness and orderliness. It 
is to be expected that this applicant ob-
tained the position as well as the five dollar 
gold piece. 
Lack of orderliness costs a tremendous 
amount of time. It may appear to require 
a lot of time to keep papers in order. It 
does require some. The amount is not to 
be compared with that which results from 
having to hunt for a paper when it is 
wanted. Orderliness is a virtue much to be 
coveted. 
Punctuality alone would perhaps not 
make much for success. The other quali-
ties without it would be seriously handi-
capped. Several years ago the firm had an 
engagement of long duration on which a 
large number of men were employed. The 
engagement was sufficiently large to re-
quire a secretary on the scene. Among 
other things the secretary had the duty of 
recording the time of arrival and departure 
of the accountants. During the period of 
ten months in which most of the work was 
done there were only two men who were 
never late. One is now the manager of one 
of the firm's important offices. The other 
is a member of the firm. Whether or not 
there is any connection between the two 
things may be in question. The fact never-
theless remains. 
On the other hand instances are recalled 
where men brilliant technically, as well as 
having pleasing personalities, have failed 
utterly to fit into the organization because 
they lacked the quality of punctuality. 
Personality is considered usually as play-
ing an important part in a person's career. 
Personality may be classified as positive, 
neutral, and negative. The positive kind 
attracts. The negative repels. The neu-
tral makes no impression. 
An assistant must have a personality 
which is not generally objectionable. Ev-
ery now and again two persons will be 
thrown together whose personality waves 
do not correlate. Divine providence alone 
can explain the reason. Neither person 
may be to blame. The solution is to keep 
them apart. When a man grates on every 
person he meets there is something wrong 
with the man. 
Personality is a matter very largely of 
manner, voice, and conduct. The manner 
of one person is pleasing; another is dis-
pleasing. There is a manner which is loud 
and annoying; there is another which is re-
fined and gentle. Voice is an essential part 
of it. The pitch of a voice is beyond con-
trol. The volume may be controlled. If a 
person has a voice with a disagreeable pitch 
that person should talk as little as possible. 
One who has the habits of talking loudly, 
telling funny stories, gossiping, complain-
ing, talking about other persons, mak-
ing unnecessary remarks, throwing papers 
and cigarette stumps on the floor, shining 
his shoes with hand towels, etc., is fre-
quently said to have a disagreeable person-
ality. One who is refined in taste, dignified 
in manner, quiet sociable without being 
familiar, and pleasant without being bois-
terous, is likely to be classified as having a 
pleasing personality. One may not hope to 
please everbody. There are bound to be 
times when personalities will clash. Any 
assistant is entitled to a reasonable percen-
tage of clashes. If he goes beyond this 
limit it is likely to be very difficult for him 
to continue in the profession of accountancy. 
Ability to learn is the last of the twelve 
qualities but not by any means the least im-
portant. A person who possesses no de-
sire or aptitude for learning has little 
hope for success. Some men study and 
learn because they enjoy it; others because 
it is a matter of business. Whatever the 
motive the need is none the less present. 
In the development of an assistant know-
ledge on his part of arithmetical processes 
and double entry bookkeeping are prere-
quisite. He has before him the task of 
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learning the principles and practice of ac-
counting as well as the technique and ethics 
of accountancy. If it is beyond the scope 
of his power to learn his case is hopeless. 
If he is not lacking in too many of the 
qualities essential to success his ability to 
learn may enable him to acquire those 
which he lacks and cultivate those which he 
possesses but which need development. Al-
acrity, concentration, application, speed, 
accuracy, dependableness, appearance, 
neatness, orderliness, punctuality, per-
sonality may all be developed. If the as-
sistant has in him the ability to learn, 
books, study, instruction, practice, and 
observation will help him to do so. 
Mr. Forbes' associates in the firm have 
acquiesced in his desire to return to San 
Francisco to resume direct charge of the 
Pacific Coast offices. 
Many changes are in progress in the 
offices reserved for the New York staff. 
Three additional rooms extending to the 
New Street corner will be available after 
May 1. Mr. Wildman's office and the 
library will be transferred to this section 
of the suite. Two of the former rooms 
have been converted into one large room 
where, if desired, conferences may be held. 
The new and enlarged quarters will, it is 
hoped, afford much greater convenience 
and comfort to the members of the New 
York staff. 
It is with a feeling of profound sorrow 
that we record the death, at his home in 
Brooklyn on April 1, 1919, of Mr. 
Richard J. Maguire. 
Mr. Maguire has been a valued mem-
ber of our staff since December, 1915. He 
possessed all the qualities which make for 
a successful accountant, not omitting that 
of a fine disposition which made him most 
popular with everyone in the organization. 
The funeral services consisting of a 
solemn requiem mass were held at St. 
Ignatius Church in Brooklyn. Messrs. 
Kerr, McNally, Gould, Woolsey, Forney, 
and O'Brien acted as pallbearers. 
